HOPE FOR HEMLOCKS -

Severe winters have slowed the aphid-like pest

that kills them, but a lndybuyg predator from

Japan has played a role in holding them back.

By Carole Cheah

quiet trail winds through the

dense, cool, evergreen glade,

weaving between cinnamon-
grey trunks, which tower through graceful
layers of soft, dark green foliage. The mur-
mur of a brook and the occasional trill of
the solitary vireo or warbler break the
silence. You have entered the realm of the
eastern hemlock forest, which red squirrel,
porcupine, fisher, white tailed deer, black
bear, marten, bobcat and many more call
home. Eastern hemlock, Tsuga canaden-
sis, Is an ancient, extremely shade tolerant
native conifer. It grows slowly and can live
for many hundreds of years. Its natural
range goes from Minnesota, Michigan and
Wisconsin through southern and coastal
Canada. It is ubiquitous throughout New
England, New York, and Pennsylvania,
and its range stretches into the southern
Appalachian Mountains. Mature speci-

mens can reach more than 40 inches in
diameter and higher than 100 feet.
Although it is not a valuable commercial
species, eastern hemlock is a critical species
for winter wildlife cover and habitart,
watershed protection and temperature sta-
bilization of trout streams.

Its intrinsic value as a species lies also in
its aesthetic and recreational appeal.
According to a recent survey of outdoor
activities by the Connecticut Department
of Environmental Protection, 72 percent
of Connecticut residents walk, hike or run
for recreation, enjoying the trails of our
federal, state and town systems. Another
37 percent enjoy wildlife viewing or bird
watching, while 10 percent hunt and 23
percent fish in our scenic outdoors.
Hemlocks are highly visible or a major
part of the forest in more than 17 state
parks and 20 state forests surveyed in
Connecticut. Hemlocks shade streams,
picnic areas and campsites, line hiking and
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biking trails, frame lakes, ponds and water-
falls and provide cover for reservoirs and
other watershed areas.

Only 10 years ago, our hemlock forests
were considered on the verge of probable
extinction in Connecticut because of the
seemingly inevitable advance of a tiny
exotic insect, called the hemlock woolly
adelgid — Adelges tsugne. Closely related
to aphids, this pest is believed to have
entered the eastern United States from
central Japan in the early 1950s into an
arboretum in Richmond, Virginia, before
gradually infesting our two native North
American species, eastern or Canada hem-
lock, and the Carolina hemlock, Tsuga
caroliniana.

Unchecked by natural predators, para-
sites and disease, the initial spread and
threat of this non-native pest to our native
hemlock ecosystems was slow and largely
underestimated until the 1990s, when its
presence and deleterious impacts exploded
in multiple eastern states. Recent climate
warming trends in the past 20 years,
recently affirmed by experts to document
the warmest period in recent millennia,
appear to have played a significant role in
accelerating the northern expansion of the
adelgid’s range into Connecticut and
other parts of New England.
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